GROUP GUIDE: WEEK 1

CONVERSATION STARTER

If you could ask Jesus to give a sermon on one particular topic, what would you pick and why?

SALT AND LIGHT: WHO WE’RE CALLED TO BE Matt. 5:13-16

“You are the salt of the earth, but if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltiness be restored? It is
no longer good for anything except to be thrown out and trampled under people’s feet. You are the
light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden...”

In the ancient world, salt played three critical roles: first, it was a preserving agent, used to
keep food from spoiling in a world where refrigeration didn’t exist. Second, salt was a flavor
enhancer, just as it is today; salt makes everything taste better. Third, salt could act as a
purifier, particularly for water. In the Old Testament, salt was also used as a sign of hospitality
and a symbol for God’s covenant with Israel. So when Jesus calls his followers “salt of the
earth,” what exactly does he mean? To answer that question, we must examine why Jesus
paired the image of salt with those of light and the city on a hill.

Light is a common metaphor in the Old Testament. Isaiah uses the ideas of light and the city
on a hill to define Israel’s role in the world. Israel was to be a light to the nations (Isaiah
2:2-4), meaning they were to follow God in such a way that it naturally drew those outside of
Israel to God. Think of them like a lighthouse, beaconing the lost home to safe harbor. NT
Wright says, “Israel was the people through whom God intended to shine his bright light into
the world’s dark corners, not simply to show up evil but to enable people who were blundering
around in the dark to find their way.”

Only, that wasn’t what happened. Israel didn’t always live up to God’s vision for the world
(just like us today), so God decided to do something new. In Isaiah 42, God speaks about His
servant who will come and fulfill Israel’s role.


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Isaiah%202&version=ESV
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Behold my servant, whom I uphold,
my chosen, in whom my soul delights;

I have put my Spirit upon him;
he will bring forth justice to the nations.
I will take you by the hand and keep you;

[ will give you as a covenant for the people,
a light for the nations,
to open the eyes that are blind,
to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon,
from the prison those who sit in darkness. (Isaiah 42:1, 6-7)

This servant is the same one Isaiah claims will suffer for our sake and by his suffering will heal
those who have gone astray (Isaiah 53). Isaiah depicts this servant as the one who will show
God’s people what it really means to be the light in a world choked by darkness (read Isaiah
60:1-3 and Isaiah 9:2).

Now, bring these twin images together, and we can see what Jesus is doing. Jesus is calling his
followers to a new covenant (salt) that will demonstrate God’s love and wisdom to the rest of
the world (light). As scholar Jonathan Pennington writes, “This combination of metaphors ...
evokes the biblical storyline and hope for the new covenant time when God will return and
bring his comfort throughout the world. Jesus is the great prophet and suffering servant of
Isaiah, bringing light and grace to the world. By extension, then, Jesus’ disciples are likewise
heralds of this new covenant message... and they embody this ‘salt and light’ effectiveness
through good works that are visible and bring honor to their and Jesus’ heavenly father.”

In other words, how we live really matters. How we follow Jesus and how we let Jesus’
teachings influence every aspect of our reality (or not) determines how others come to know
the goodness of God (or don’t). That is a weighty responsibility.

“Our task is to represent God—to mediate God’s goodness, God’s grace, God’s holiness, and
God’s justice to this world as those who represent God,” says Scot McKnight. “Salt and light,
then, are about not just what we do but who we are.”

Spend some time discussing this idea in your group. What does it mean on a practical level for
followers of Jesus to be salt and light in our world today? What is at risk if we cease to be salt
or hide our light away?


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Isaiah%2053&version=ESV

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1. What stood out to you in this week's reading? Was there a verse or idea that was
particularly meaningful or challenging for you?

2. Where do you see the upside-down kingdom of Jesus at work in this week’s reading?

3. Read Matthew 5:1-12 together as a group. How does this challenge your view of who is
blessed by God? Based on this, who do you know who needs to hear they are blessed
this week?

4. Who has been a ‘lighthouse’ for you, someone who helped you to see God’s
goodness and love? What specifically did they do to show you the way home?

WEEKLY PRACTICE

Each day this week, we’re inviting you to spend some time in conversation with God in prayer.
We want you to not just talk to God but create space to hear from God. Listening Prayer is the
practice of opening yourself up in silence to hear whatever God might want to say. Here’s how
it works:

First, set a timer for at least five minutes of quiet and settle into a comfortable spot. Then,
take a few deep breaths to settle into the silence. Open yourself up to God without
expectations and ask, “How are you calling me to respond to the teachings of Jesus today?”

Thoughts and distractions will arise. Acknowledge them and allow them to pass. It may feel
awkward or difficult to stay in the moment; try to embrace the vulnerability and allow the
Spirit to guide you. It’s unlikely that you will hear an audible voice, but how do you sense God
nudging you?

When the time runs out, feel free to take a few moments to pray and ask God about anything
that came up as you were listening. If you didn’t “hear” anything, don’t be discouraged. Time
spent with God, even in silent companionship, is never wasted.
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